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After months of often rancorous debate, a new military statutes law was finally approved by the
National Assembly on Aug. 23. Among other things, the law calls for army chief Gen. Humberto
Ortega to leave office on Feb. 1, 1995, and it establishes the country's first military social security
institute to provide social and economic benefits to members of the armed forces. Nevertheless,
opposition forces have complained that the reforms do not sufficiently subordinate the military
to civilian authority, but rather permit the creation of "a state within a state." The proposal for
a new military statutes law, major provisions of which were previously negotiated between the
government of Violeta Chamorro and the Sandinista army high command, was sent to the National
Assembly May 19. Although approval was expected by the end of June, the congress abruptly called
a recess in mid-July after the bitter vote on the first group of reforms left the legislature in shambles.
The most controversial reform authorized the military high command to nominate the chief of the
armed forces, with the president limited only to ratification or rejection of the nomination (NotiSur,
July 22, 1994)
In response, members of the opposition Union Nacional Opositora (UNO) in congress argued that
the new law upheld the autonomy of the Sandinista army and left it virtually immune from civilian
control. After a three-week break, congress resumed debate over the military code on August 11
and the entire package was approved Aug. 23. However, the 21 UNO deputies walked out of the
Assembly after only half of the articles had been approved. They charged that their attempts to
modify the law had been blocked by alliances among the Sandinistas, the Christian Democrats, and
other centrist deputies. The reforms were supported by 39 FSLN deputies, 12 deputies from the
Union Democrata Cristiana (UDC), and the dissident Center Group, which includes members of the
Social Democrat Party and the Socialist Party. Their combined 51 votes gave them a majority in the
92-member congress. \
One of the more noteworthy reforms sets Dec. 21 as the retirement date for Gen. Ortega, with a
short transition period before he turns the post over to his successor on Feb. 1, 1995. And, for the
first time in the country's history, the head of the army will be limited to a single five-year term, with
relatives of the president prohibited from occupying that post. Other controversial aspects of the
new code stipulate that army businesses and property are to be placed under the control of a newly
created Instituto de Prevision Social Militar, which will operate as a non-profit institution providing
social security, pension benefits, and social and economic assistance to military personnel. Although
the institute would receive support from the state and contributions from military personnel,
most of its income would be generated by military investments. Under the reforms, the military
must pay taxes on the businesses it operates. The army's exemption from import and sales taxes
under the previous laws were a constant source of complaint from members of the private business
organization COSEP (Consejo Superior de la Empresa Privada), who charged the military with
unfair competition.
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Few outside the military hierarchy have been fully cognizant of the extent of the army's business
dealings, which have generally been kept under wraps. Gen. Ortega has adamantly refused to
disclose what economic interests are controlled by the armed forces, only insisting that they are
modest. "They don't have any weight in the global economic activity in this country," said Ortega.
However, Maj. Gen. Joaquin Cuadra, Ortega's second-in- command and a strong candidate to
replace him, told the Costa Rican newspaper La Republica, "The volume of funds is considerable in
comparison with the size of the Nicaraguan economy."
Meanwhile, social democrat deputy Luis Sanchez announced that opposition UNO congress
members plan to appeal the new military statutes law to the Supreme Court, and COSEP officials
have written to President Chamorro, also challenging the constitutionality of the reforms.
Despite the criticisms regarding the new law, however, observers point out that it is the first
time that relations between the military and civilian society have been formally debated and
institutionalized by the legislature. "Discussion has been extensive, although it is very difficult to
have complete consensus on such a broad theme, especially in a country where there has been so
much polarization," said Sandinista congresswoman Dora Maria Tellez.
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